CHAPTER   XV

IRISH FREEDOM

IN 1879, the land question in Ireland was a burning issue.
The Irish peasants, ground down by poverty and oppressed
by their landlords, most of whom were absentee owners, were
being subjected to widespread eviction. The Irish National
Land League had been formed "to bring about a reduction of
rack rents." During that same year Henry George had written
an article on the situation in the Sacramento Bee. Rack rent,
he explained, was "simply a rent fixed by competition at short
intervals----In our agricultural districts, land is rented from
season to season to the highest bidder. This is what in Ireland
is called rack rent." 1
Charles Stewart Parnell was then president of the Irish Land
League. But Michael Davitt, who was one of the honorary
secretaries, seemed to be the soul of the organization. He pro-
claimed the principle of "the land for the people/' In 1880, he
was released from Portland Prison after having served seven
years for his adherence to the cause of Irish independence.
Visiting New York that summer, he met Henry George and
read Progress and Poverty. The experience led him to pledge
the Land League to push the book in Great Britain.
George was deeply stirred by firsthand information on the
Irish situation. He undertook to write an article on the subject
for Appletons Journal, but the work grew under his pen until
it became a small book of seventeen chapters. He called it
The Irish Land Question: What It Involves and How Alone
It Can Be Settled.
The book argued that in order to relieve Ireland of the
abomination of rack-renting and to give the Irish people the
benefits of their labor, it was necessary to spare industry and
thrift from taxation and to take the rental value of the land alone
for the community needs. Under such a system the laborer
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